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MEMORANDUM 
 

To:  CMAP Freight Committee   

 

From:  CMAP Staff  

 

Date:  October 17, 2016  

 

Re:  Intermodal facilities and regional policy 

 

 

Intermodalism -- the movement of containerized cargo via multiple transport methods such as 

rail, trucks, planes, and ships -- offers the best fit for some freight transportation needs, and as a 

result has grown in importance for modern supply chains.  The strength of the region’s 

intermodal network makes metropolitan Chicago the busiest U.S. port, as measured by the 

number of shipping containers moved.  The region moves some 15.5 million cargo containers 

(as measured by twenty-foot equivalent units, or TEUs) each year; approximately half of the 

nation’s intermodal shipments touch the Chicago metropolitan area. 

 

The constant movement of goods into and out of the region supports the region's economy by 

creating demand for freight and logistics services while providing manufacturers with timely, 

cost-effective, and reliable options for moving products to market.  While metropolitan 

Chicago's central location and confluence of rail activity form the foundation of its strength in 

intermodal transportation, it also presents challenges.  Increased intermodal activity strains the 

region’s highway and rail networks, leading to congestion and safety concerns.  Further, 

intermodal freight activity can conflict with local land uses and negatively impact quality of life 

for communities. 

 

To support metropolitan Chicago's competitive advantages while protecting communities, the 

region needs to develop policies related to the development of new intermodal facilities.  This 

document briefly describes intermodal facilities in the region, presents a case study of 

transportation and land use issues related to one major facility in the region, and then outlines 

how a regional policy could work. 

Intermodal facilities in the region 
The region is currently home to 18 active truck-rail intermodal facilities.  The majority of these 

facilities are located in Cook County, particularly the City of Chicago and inner-ring suburbs.  

http://www.cmap.illinois.gov/about/updates/-/asset_publisher/UIMfSLnFfMB6/content/intermodalism-metropolitan-chicago-s-built-in-economic-advantage
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These locations are near well-established highway and rail facilities, as well as much of the 

region’s existing stock of industrial real estate.  In fact, only three of the region’s intermodal 

facilities are located outside Cook County; all three of these facilities are located in and around 

Joliet in Will County.  The appendix provides the recent intermodal lift data for the region’s 

various facilities. 

 

Generally speaking, the intermodal facilities in the Cook County are older than those in Will 

County.  The two largest intermodal facilities in Will County, BNSF Logistics Park Chicago and 

UP Joliet Intermodal Terminal, are relatively new, both having opened after 2000.  Logistics 

Park Chicago is the largest facility in the region, with over 930,000 lifts in 2014, and the Joliet 

Intermodal Terminal is sixth largest with 495,000 lifts.  All of the region’s other top 10 facilities – 

ranging in volume from 900,000 lifts in Bedford Park to 362,000 lifts in Cicero – are located in 

Cook County.      
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Case study of local impacts for an intermodal facility 
Among the newest and largest intermodal facilities in the region, Logistics Park Chicago in 

Elwood provides an instructive case study for the substantial local transportation, land use, and 

economic development impacts of major intermodal facilities.  Greater-than-expected growth in 

freight volumes has strained the local transportation system and raised community concerns. 

 

As described in a case study from Envision Freight, a Transportation Research Board project on 

mitigating freight’s impacts on local communities, the BNSF Logistics Park Chicago facility has 

its roots in the U.S. Army’s former Joliet Army Ammunition Plant.  That site closed in 1977 and 

was declared excess Army property in 1993.  In 1995, federal legislation transferred most of the 

property to become the Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie, as well as the Abraham Lincoln 

National Cemetery.  Also in 1995, the State of Illinois created the Joliet Arsenal Development 

Authority (JADA) to redevelop the remainder of the site to support local economic 

development.   

 

In 1998, JADA released a strategic plan for the site, which called for a major intermodal 

development and industrial park, called the Deer Run Industrial Park, given the large parcel of 

developable land located in close proximity to major rail lines and Interstate highways outside 

the congested core of the Chicago area.  The plan noted the need for local road improvements 

on Baseline Road and Arsenal Road, along with the construction of a new east access road.  The 

strategic plan also called for a second development, then called the Island City Industrial Park 

(today called South Arsenal Logistics Center), to be located at the southern edge of the property, 

along with a potential site for a power plant located north of Deer Run and a landfill located 

north of Island City. 

 

 
 

Source: JADA, 1998, Strategic Plan for redevelopment of the Joliet Arsenal Development Authority property,  

Executive Summary, pp. 9-10. 

http://www.envisionfreight.com/issues/pdf/Joliet_Austell.pdf
http://www.jada.org/pdf/JADA_Execsum-pages.pdf
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The Village of Elwood annexed the future site of the Deer Run intermodal facility and industrial 

park, and subsequently approved a TIF district in 2000 to provide some $100-125 million in tax 

incentives to CenterPoint, the real estate developer for the site.  The State of Illinois provided 

loans and grants for local water, sewer, and transportation improvements.  Elwood zoned the 

site with a new, flexible designation to allow manufacturing or distribution.  CenterPoint began 

construction in 2000 and the facility opened in 2002. 

 

In 2004, JADA released a long-range transportation plan for the site, which called for new 

arterial capacity, including spot improvement such as signalized intersections, throughout 

much of Will County, along with regional improvements to the expressway network and transit 

expansion.  In 2010, JADA released an updated transportation plan, including numerous 

capacity improvements to the expressway and arterial networks, as well as expansion of transit 

services in the area.  In general, these plans have overarching goals of improving access to the 

intermodal sites and making geometric and other improvements to existing facilities to better 

accommodate trucks.  Some of the planned improvements from the 2004 and 2010 

transportation plans have moved forward, notably the new interchange at I-55 and Arsenal 

Road, which was completed in 2012.   

 

 
Source:  JADA, 2010, Joliet Arsenal Area Transportation Plan Update,  

Table 6: Recommended Higher Priority Freeway, Arterial, and Transit/Rail Projects, p. 40.  

 

Despite these efforts at long-term planning, the greater-than-anticipated growth of intermodal 

activity at Logistics Park Chicago, coupled with development of related distribution facilities 

and the opening of the nearby UP Joliet Intermodal Terminal in 2010, has strained the local 

transportation network and raised conflicts with the neighboring community.  Specific issues 

http://www.jada.org/pdf/JADA-Summary-2004-04).pdf
http://www.jada.org/pdf/transportation_updateJun82010.pdf
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include highway-rail conflicts at key grade crossings, insufficient road access to the intermodal 

facilities, and disputes over local financing arrangements.   

 

As mentioned previously, Logistics Park Chicago is the region’s largest intermodal facility, with 

over 930,000 lifts in 2014, substantially more than a predicted 480,000 lifts when the facility 

opened in 2002.  Correspondingly, truck volumes entering the exiting the facility are far higher 

than originally projected.  According to data cited by the Illinois Commerce Commission (ICC), 

truck volumes on the facility’s eastern access road were initially projected in 2002 to reach a 

total of 1,800 trucks per day in 2020, and yet had already reached 8,000 trucks per day in 2013.   

 

The JADA strategic plan for the Deer Run site identified the need for a new access road to the 

facility from the east, connecting to IL 53.  That route was later provided as Walter Strawn 

Drive, and it essentially became the main entrance to Logistics Park Chicago.  However, the 

high volume of truck traffic raised safety concerns for an at-grade railroad crossing located just 

west of Walter Strawn Drive’s intersection with IL 53.  For example, many trucks crashed 

through the railroad crossing gates because they had insufficient time to clear the crossing 

before the gates closed.  The ICC ordered the closure of the rail crossing at Walter Strawn Drive 

in January 2015, citing safety concerns.  The ICC also cited concerns over disruptions of funeral 

services at the nearby Abraham Lincoln National Cemetery caused by heavy truck traffic in the 

vicinity of Walter Strawn Drive and IL 53. 

 

As a result of the closure, there is effectively a single entrance to the Logistics Park Chicago, 

located on the north side of the facility at Baseline Road, which is under the jurisdiction of the 

Village of Elwood.  In turn, the main access point to Baseline Road is via Arsenal Road, 

approaching from the west (Arsenal Road is restricted to trucks east of Baseline Road) and 

connecting to I-55.  That stretch of Arsenal Road had originally been under the jurisdiction of 

Will County and was not built to sufficient standards to accommodate the oversized and 

overweight trucks that often carry intermodal containers.  The Will County Board moved to 

temporarily increase the permitting weight limit for Arsenal Road shortly after the closure of 

the crossing at Walter Strawn Drive. 

 

In 2015, IDOT agreed to assume jurisdiction of Arsenal Road from Will County, allowing it to 

upgrade the facility to better accommodate heavy trucks.  This transfer should also streamline 

the permitting process for oversized and overweight trucks traveling between the intermodal 

facility and I-55 by removing Will County from the permitting process.  Oversized and 

overweight trucks must still purchase a state permit for travel on Arsenal Road and the 

Interstate system, as well as a permit from the Village of Elwood for travel on Baseline Road. 

 

In July 2016, IDOT announced a public-private partnership with CenterPoint to develop a new 

toll bridge over the Des Plaines River, linking the intermodal facilities, particularly the Joliet 

Intermodal Terminal, to the south with Houbolt Road and I-80 to the north.  This project would 

improve connectivity and allow more direct access between the intermodal facilities and the 

expressway network, filling a need identified in previous transportation plans.  CenterPoint 

http://www.nytimes.com/2002/07/17/business/commercial-real-estate-village-says-yes-in-my-backyard-to-rail-center.html
https://www.icc.illinois.gov/docket/files.aspx?no=T01-0064&docId=223699
https://www.icc.illinois.gov/docket/files.aspx?no=T01-0064&docId=223700
http://www.willcountyboard.com/press-releases/board-approves-temporary-weight-limit-increase-for-arsenal-road
http://www3.illinois.gov/pressreleases/ShowPressRelease.cfm?SubjectID=2&RecNum=13232
http://www3.illinois.gov/pressreleases/ShowPressRelease.cfm?SubjectID=2&RecNum=13677
http://www.chicagotribune.com/business/ct-centerpoint-toll-bridge-joliet-0712-biz-20160711-story.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/business/ct-centerpoint-toll-bridge-joliet-0712-biz-20160711-story.html
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will provide the bulk of the funding to build the new bridge and would be repaid through toll 

revenue; IDOT will provide a smaller amount of funding to improve local access roads and 

reconfigure the interchange between Houbolt Road and I-80 to accommodate greater truck 

traffic. 

 

The local impacts of the Logistics Park Chicago and related Deer Run Industrial Park are not 

limited to transportation issues, but also include land use and economic development topics.  A 

2013 lawsuit filed by the Village of Elwood against CenterPoint Properties alleges that the 

private developer has failed to maintain the terms of the TIF agreement approved in 2000.  

More specifically, the Village alleges that the TIF district is generating much lower revenues 

and fewer new jobs than had originally been predicted, that CenterPoint has failed to provide 

other types of development – including retail, hotel, and utility facilities – and that CenterPoint 

has failed to provide the Village appropriate access to data on its use of TIF funds.  CenterPoint 

denies these charges and also claims that it has not received the full amount of TIF proceeds it 

had originally agreed upon with the Village. 

 

  

http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2013-08-25/business/ct-biz-0825-incentives-elwood-20130825_1_centerpoint-properties-trust-industrial-park-cautionary-tale
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Outline of a potential regional policy 
The region remains an attractive location for intermodal movements, and major industrial 

developers and railroads have recently proposed new intermodal facilities.  While providing 

many positive economic benefits for the region, these facilities can also encompass significant 

acreage of land, significantly impact train and truck volumes in the area, and may encourage 

ancillary development of distribution and related facilities.  Together, these transportation and 

land use impacts can significantly alter the character of local communities, as demonstrated in 

the previous case study. 

 

As part of the ON TO 2050 and freight plan processes, the region has the opportunity to 

develop policy framework for new intermodal facilities.  The current proposal has two parts: (1) 

a local analysis and (2) a regional analysis.  The intent is to make transparent the relative 

advantages and disadvantages of the proposed intermodal facility, and allow CMAP to 

comment on a proposed new intermodal facility – and potentially take follow-up actions – in a 

reasoned and appropriate manner.  The local analysis should be completed first and the 

regional analysis subsequent to that, and these two analyses should be made publicly available. 

Local analysis 

The local analysis would be completed by the unit of local government – either a county or 

municipality – responsible for permitting the proposed intermodal facility.  It would be guided 

by three principles, which in turn consist of several detailed questions that tease out the 

community’s preparation for the proposed facility.  Answering these questions would require 

coordination with the private developer, as well as neighboring and overlapping units of 

government.  In fact, this coordination with other units of government is critical to evaluate 

potential impacts of the proposed facility on adjacent communities.  The local analysis would 

not include a direct recommendation, but would rather supply relevant information across the 

relevant topic areas.   

 

The three principles are the following: 

 

Principle 1: New intermodal facilities should be analyzed for appropriate local infrastructure.  

 Appropriate local highway access  

o Does the facility have convenient and adequate access to expressway facilities?   

o In providing access to expressway facilities, will the facility require new roads or 

the expansion of existing roads?   

 Will any new roads be privately owned, operated, and maintained? 

 Which jurisdiction (state, county, township, or municipality) owns an 

existing road to be expanded?   

 Do these highway facilities have appropriate pavement designs and 

geometrics for truck travel? 

o In providing access between the intermodal facility and expressways, are there 

appropriate truck restrictions on local highways?   

 Are trucks routed away from sensitive areas such as local downtowns, 

sensitive natural areas, and/or residential neighborhoods? 
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 Are trucks routes onto highway facilities with appropriate design 

standards? 

 Do local jurisdictions restrict access on these routes to 

oversized/overweight trucks?  If so, is the permitting process transparent, 

efficient, and harmonized with neighboring and overlapping 

jurisdictions? 

 Appropriate infrastructure at highway-rail grade crossings 

o How much will rail traffic increase in the area? 

o Will the increase in rail traffic also increase motorist delay for key highway-rail 

grade crossings in the area?   

o Should any grade crossings be grade separated to mitigate the impact of 

increased rail volumes? 

o Are other safety improvements required at highway-rail grade crossings in the 

area? 

 

Principle 2: New intermodal facilities should be analyzed for appropriate local planning. 

 Does the local jurisdiction have appropriate long-term planning for the intermodal 

facility? 

o Is the intermodal facility included in comprehensive transportation and land use 

planning documents? 

o Are utilities and supportive transportation infrastructure available? 

o Could addition of the facility create significant conflicts with adjacent uses in 

terms of use, traffic, noise, or other impacts? 

 Does the local jurisdiction have appropriate zoning for the intermodal facility, 

particularly to avoid potential land use conflicts and potential nuisances?   

o Considerations include size, bulk, coverage, and orientation of buildings on site; 

minimum parking requirements; operational restrictions by time of day; 

landscaping and aesthetics; and stormwater management and other 

environmental concerns. 

 Does the local jurisdiction anticipate ancillary development related to the intermodal 

facility?  Does the local jurisdiction seek to encourage or discourage ancillary 

development? 

o In either case, both long-term planning and zoning codes should be updated to 

reflect these preferences. 

 

Principle 3: New intermodal facilities should be analyzed for an appropriate funding plan. 

 What capital outlays will the intermodal facility and any ancillary development require?  

 What will be the long-term operations and maintenance outlays for these facilities? 

 For both initial and long-term funding requirements, how will costs be shared between 

public and private sectors?   

o Which costs will be borne by railroads and developers? 

o Which costs will be borne by public-sector agencies? 

 State agencies 
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 County agencies 

 Township agencies 

 Municipal agencies 

 Do the relevant public and private sector entities have sufficient funding streams in 

place to meet these costs, both initial and ongoing? 

Regional analysis 

After completion of the local analysis, CMAP staff would then complete the regional analysis, 

which would evaluate the proposed intermodal facility’s consistency with the most recently adopted 

regional comprehensive plan.  To answer this question, the regional analysis would rely in part on 

the findings and proposals included in the local analysis, but could also be supplemented with 

additional research conducted by CMAP staff.  Using the current comprehensive regional plan, 

GO TO 2040, as a guide, the types of questions to be covered in the regional analysis would 

include the following: 

 

 Does the proposed intermodal facility materially affect an approved major capital 

project?   

o Note that the entire CREATE program is considered a major capital project in 

GO TO 2040. 

 Does the proposed intermodal facility require a new major capital project to be 

considered for amendment into the plan? 

 Does the proposed intermodal facility support investment in existing communities? 

 Does the proposed intermodal facility adversely impact natural areas included in the 

Green Infrastructure Network? 

 

The regional analysis should include an explicit staff recommendation to support, oppose, or 

remain neutral on the proposal, as well as any conditions for support (e.g., staff supports the 

proposal, on the condition that the developer finance a grade separation at Main Street and the 

railroad).  Procedurally, the regional analysis, including the staff recommendation, should be 

discussed at the CMAP Transportation Committee, Regional Coordinating Committee or 

current equivalent, and subsequently approved by both the CMAP Board and MPO Policy 

Committee. 

 

Discussion questions 
Staff is interested in your opinion on developing a regional policy for intermodal facilities.  

Specific discussion questions include the following: 

 

 Are the proposed local and regional analyses reasonable?  Are there important policy 

considerations not currently listed among the research questions? 

 What would be appropriate mechanisms to encourage compliance with any regional 

policies?  
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Appendix: Lifts counts and TEU estimates 
 

 


